THE  TANGUTS'   COUNTRY
we should be in inhabited country. Going across a deserted
world must, we felt, be desolation. The blackened moun-
tains, of which only the ridges caught the light, were like a
vision of another universe, like the negative of a photograph
of a winter landscape. It was from a hill-top, in pallid sun-
light, that I laid my eyes for the last time on the snow-
covered stretch of the lake.
Wild Asses.
Peter was right. The Tangut brigands did not find us out.
At over 13,000 feet we crossed the first mountain pass. It was
pretty steep and was called, I think, Tsakassu. Here and
there lay the carcasses of dead camels. Our camels had to
stop for breath every twenty paces. Once over, we began to
descend again towards the vast desert plain of Dubusun.
Far in front a white line quivered like a mirage above the
yellow earth. What could it be?
The next day, after a slow advance, I found I had lost a
bet. The line was not a salt deposit at the foot of the moun-
tain, but the ice on a lake which is supposed to have an
outlet that, after flowing through the land of the Panakas,
reaches the Yellow River. The Panakas are Tibetans and it
was from them that our friends the Mongols of the Tsaidam
copied the fashion of pointed hats with straight brims.
In the bare steppe nothing grew but some furze, the thorns
of which had tufts of wool, torn from camels5 legs, hanging on
them. The light was so blinding and the wind so cold that
one of Peter's eyes became inflamed and streaming* He
agreed to wear my snow glasses. I did not hand them over
without delivering a sermon, remonstrating with him for his
imprudence and reminding him of the presumptuous words
he had uttered in Peking:
"/never wear glasses.95
At the summit of the second pass—which was rather low—
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